Introduction to the Special Section -BRIAN E. G. COOK As I write this, the United States is undergoing a radical test of its democratic structures and the very notion of "truth" is increasingly questioned. The White House often functions more as a reality show catering to big personalities, ratings, and large crowds, and so I'm going to take the opportunity of this introduction on "rousing theatre" to attempt to read the political and cultural landscape in terms of performance as I saw it in fall 2017. Though Sara Freeman and I didn't know when we put out the call for papers that the mood in the United States would so profoundly change in the fall of 2016, global politics will likely influence the immediate understanding of this section, and for someone picking it up in twenty years, such reflection might be necessary to provide context. And, since each issue of Theatre History Studies has a long production time line, at least a year will have passed between the period when I wrote this introduction and the time you are reading it, so given the tremendous instability of the current US administration and the rapid apprehension of its every nuance by the national media, I expect the world you're currently experiencing to be different than mine.
Political events are riper for performative analysis than ever before. From my couch in July 2017, I witnessed the media's clamor over the "dramatic" vote of Republican Senator John McCain against the "skinny repeal" of the Affordable Care Act. 1 Earlier this week I lived through the fallout from and breathless media analysis of Anthony Scaramucci's phone call to New Yorker journalist Ryan Lizza, wherein, amid trying to get Lizza to identify a confidential source, the gregarious Scaramucci also claimed he had no interest in gaining publicity for himself, because, as he said so eloquently, "I'm not Steve Bannon, I'm not trying to suck my own cock. " 2 Scaramucci was fired days later, and Bannon left the White House in August 2017. I'm sure you and future-me will have lived through stories even more compelling as the Reality Star Presidency continues its bewildering quest for viewership and ratings. For this special section, we called for papers that focused on "plays, productions, processes, and/or people which have been rousing: specifically, where theatre and politics have intersected to embolden, comfort, or incite artists or audiences, or which have piqued curiosity, exasperation, or anger, " and we offered a definition of "rousing" that included "to startle out of inactivity. " Like many of you, I teach about theatrical riots in my theatre history classes, and my students are often surprised by the importance placed upon what appeared onstage and bemused by the raucousness in the theatre and adjacent spaces during the Old Price, Hernani, or Astor Place Riots, having never encountered any such thing in their own lives as audience members. My students are also usually surprised by Piscator and Brecht's desire to use theatre to provoke an audience into action, because, for them, theatre has never had such impact.
Multiple events that have occurred over the past few months and others that will happen in the future are likely to shift their understanding, and I predict having very interesting conversations with my students about the modern impact of theatre. Though I'll dig into these more deeply later, the attendance of Vice President-elect Mike Pence at a performance of Hamilton in New York City in late 2016, performances of Robert Shenkkan's play Building the Wall, and the reaction to the New York Public Theatre's 2017 production of Julius Caesar with a distinctly Trump-like Caesar have all brought theatre into national headlines. 3 Beyond the theatre, Saturday Night Live's continued lampooning of the Trump administration and its central figures have brought home the important role that cultural reflections of the political have come to play in our modern society. If nothing else, as Vulture's Mark Harris writes, "In search of believable oracular leadership that politicians and pundits have failed to provide, it's tempting to turn to art. " 4 Anecdotally, he appears to be right: The West Wing has become a rediscovered treasure for many of my binge-watching students, and I myself got through the immediate aftermath of the election by engrossing myself in Netflix's The Crown.
Harris describes the viewer's experience of 2017 pop culture as a "mix of intentional resonance and discovered resonance" and uses SNL as an example of the former and Boss Baby ("a malevolent toddler in a suit voiced by [Alec] Baldwin") of the latter, for, as Harris writes, the producers could not have foreseen the context of 2017 when they began work a year or more earlier. I find it nearly impossible to interact with culture and not connect it to our current political moment. When Netflix suggested that I screen V for Vendetta again, though the original graphic novel was written under Thatcherism and the film made following 9/11, I found a "discovered resonance" addressing Trumpism:
And the truth is, there is something terribly wrong with this country, isn't there? Cruelty and injustice, intolerance and oppression. And where once you had the freedom to object, to think and speak as you saw fit, you now have censors and systems of surveillance coercing your conformity and soliciting your submission. How did this happen? Who's to blame? Well certainly there are those more responsible than others, and they will be held accountable, but again truth be told, if you're looking for the guilty, you need only look into a mirror. I know why you did it. I know you were afraid. Who wouldn't be? War, terror, disease. There were a myriad of problems which conspired to corrupt your reason and rob you of your common sense. Fear got the best of you, and in your panic you turned to the now high chancellor, Adam Sutler. He promised you order, he promised you peace, and all he demanded in return was your silent, obedient consent. 5 When I attended the NT Live broadcast of Angels in America in the summer of 2017, I largely expected to encounter it as a period piece, but once again glaring connections between the artistic responses to 1980s neoconservatism and twenty-first-century Trumpism became apparent. 6 In one scene, Roy Cohn (Nathan Lane) attempts to recruit a reluctant Joe Pitt (Russell Tovey) to help him avoid disbarment by rationalizing his illegal activities: "The whole Establishment. Their little rules. Because I know no rules. Because I don't see the Law as a dead and arbitrary collection of antiquated dictums, thou shall, thou shalt not, because, because I know the Law, a pliable, breathing, sweating…organ. . . . This is gastric juices churning, this is enzymes and acids, this is intestinal is what this is, bowel movement and blood-red meat-this stinks, this is politics, Joe, the game of being alive. . . . I'm gonna be a goddam motherfucking legally licensed member of the bar lawyer, just like my daddy was, till my last bitter day on earth, Joseph, until the day I die. " 7 Trump is more than a little like Cohn, and, in fact, since Cohn was Trump's lawyer in the 1980s prior to his death, it is likely that Trump picked up some pointers: be ruthless, never apologize, always believe that what you do is right, and fuck over everyone who disagrees.
Trump's election was and is being heralded by the reactionary, activist "altright" (typified by Fox News's Sean Hannity and various writers at Breitbart) as a landmark event that will remake America in a revolutionary way (not unlike the election of Ronald Reagan had been described). He's arguably one of the more "theatrical" (as in pejorative over-the-topness) presidents that the United States has ever seen. "I think he's great, " said entertainer Jerry Lewis in 2015 when asked about then-candidate Donald Trump. "He's a showman and we've never had a showman in the president's chair. "
8 Despite Reagan's acting fame or Teddy Roosevelt's magnetic personality, it is true that Trump is often discussed in terms of his showmanship. He himself is keenly aware of this, hence the many stories we have seen about his obsession with crowd size. His debut announcement at Trump Tower in New York City on June 16, 2015, was well attended but subsequently derided when it was revealed that many audience members were paid to attend. Trump's modern-day claques came from one of several companies that specialize in providing extra bodies for major events, and the Atlantic's report on such practices highlights that it is often impossible to sort out when there is genuine enthusiasm for a candidate or event and when the enthusiasm has been enhanced monetarily. 9 Perhaps the most noted example of Trump's crowd obsession was the flap over the comparison of his inauguration crowd with Barack Obama's in 2009. Or, indeed, any other inauguration, for then-Press Secretary Sean Spicer loudly proclaimed the 2017 crowd "the largest audience ever to witness an inauguration, period. " 10 In response to most media outlets, which used photographs, DC Metro ridership figures, and even television viewing numbers to discount that claim, Trump kept insisting in public and via Twitter that the media was lying. Factcheck.org sorted the facts from the "alternative" ones: "Trump and Spicer argued that the media misrepresented the size of the crowd at the inauguration, and we don't find any evidence of that, " writers Lori Robertson and Robert Farley summarized. "To the contrary, it was Trump and Spicer who provided false information to feed a false narrative about crowd size. " 11 Trump seems to have a pathological need for large crowds and good ratings, and he wants the media and his critics to know how many people want to hear what he has to say. "Thank you everybody, what a crowd!" he said when visiting Texas after Hurricane Harvey hit Houston. "What a turnout!" 12 (That he was two hundred miles away in Corpus Christi and not in the Houston area, where the hurricane had its impact, was apparently irrelevant to him.) Trump also ensures that all of his staff know that only a full house will do, and he derides the media when they don't show footage that "proves" the size of his crowds. However, when the proof shows a much smaller crowd, he says the media is lying. 13 Ratings are comparably important to crowd size: Trump announced the pardon of Arizona sheriff Joe Arpaio as Hurricane Harvey was about to make landfall in Texas, because, he said, "even though it was a Friday evening, I assumed the ratings would be far higher than they were normally. " 14 Ratings matter as a sign of audience approval, because part of Trump's selfmythologizing requires preserving the impression that he has been elected on a tide of popular sentiment. He's viciously claimed that the popular vote he lost by nearly 3 million was skewed by illegal votes. 15 Though the past eight months have demonstrated that he doesn't have the bully pulpit he believes he does, Trump wants to bend government to his will because the American people have supposedly placed him in power to revolutionize government, "drain the swamp, " and "Make America Great Again. " The idea of this so-called revolution is ridiculous from many angles, as is the notion that such revolutionary change is even possible. One of the many things that Trump doesn't understand is that, for better or worse, politics in a democracy is based upon consensus and compromise, especially when one does not have a clear popular mandate nor clearly articulated policy ideas. (Conservative British Prime Minister Theresa May learned just such a lesson in 2017.) Trump's heavy-handed tactics and lack of regard for facts or anything that is not self-aggrandizing is of course not designed to cater to the dwellers of Washington's "swamp, " but that is the very reason he has largely been unsuccessful in convincing anyone in Washington to enact his initiatives, such as they are. If he truly had swept into office on an immense popular victory, perhaps he' d be more able to wield a heavy hand what for counts for his "legislative agenda, " but this would be nearly unprecedented in presidential politics. 16 Trump's swamp-draining "strategy" that seems to have led so many into naively supporting him was always bound to fail.
The other aspect of Trump's self-mythology is his repeated insistence that his perspective on any issue is in tune with "many many" people, regardless of what little evidence might exist to support his claims. The nadir of this approach (though what actually qualifies as a "nadir" in Trump's America?) came with Trump's disastrous remarks after the events in Charlottesville, Virginia, August 11-12, 2017. On August 15, Donald Trump, president of the United States of America, stood center stage in front of the gold elevators of Trump Tower, pontificating about himself and singing his standard theme song about the press as "fake news. " When he was pressed by journalists to defend his initial remarks on August 12 that laid equal blame for the violence on both white nationalists as well as those who were there to oppose them, he said that his initial statement was "correct, " defended it as a "fine statement, " and made no reference to the prepared (likely by an aide) remarks he had made on August 14, which did not refer to blame on both sides and which had been seen as a concession to the outrage generated by his original comments. Continuing to be pressed for an answer, he went on: "But you also had people that were very fine people, on both sides. You had people in that group-excuse me, excuse me-I saw the same pictures as you did. You had people in that group that were there to protest the taking down of, to them, a very, very important statue and the renaming of a park from Robert E. Lee to another name. . . . I'm not talking about the neo-Nazis and the white nationalists, because they should be condemned totally. But you had many people in that group other than neo-Nazis and white nationalists. OK? And the press has treated them absolutely unfairly. " 17 Trump seems to expect that we set aside the semiotics of the moment when, on a lovely summer Friday evening, hundreds of (largely white and male) Americans marched through Charlottesville and into a park carrying flaming (tiki) torches. The throng upliftingly chanted things like "You will not replace us" and "Jews will not replace us, " and, as they were confronted by a small band of students at the foot of Thomas Jefferson on the University of Virginia campus, "a brawl ensued. At least one person was led away in handcuffs by the police, " according to the New York Times. 18 The next day, the planned "Unite the Right" rally was held, attended by white nationalists and members of the Ku Klux Klan (KKK), including David Duke, former KKK imperial wizard and Trump fanboy, who told the Times that their intent was "to fulfill the promises of Donald Trump" to "take our country back. " The rally was opposed by protesters from many constituencies, and minor arguments and fisticuffs were reported throughout the day. Later in the day, a twenty-year-old Ohio man drove his car into a group of counterprotesters, wounding several and killing thirty-two-year-old Heather Heyer. 19 The problem for Trump was that-for almost the first time-lawmakers of all political stripes condemned the violence in Charlottesville as well as Trump's response, which was seen to give safe harbor to white nationalists, who showed their appreciation to the president. It is hardly surprising that Trump should do so, for his famous "crowds" have often been seething with violent and racist sentiment. At the mere mention of Hillary Clinton's name, his crowds chant the refrain "Lock Her Up!" and when Trump mentions the supposed actions of undocumented immigrants, they encourage him to "Build the Wall!" So virulent and chilling were the crowds toward the press, often at Trump's bidding, of course, that many media outlets hired security for their reporters.
Many journalists and observers have likened the phenomenology of a Trump rally to the fascist spectacles of Nazi Germany and Mussolini's Italy, and the number of public staged readings of the play It Can't Happen Here rose dramatically in the months before November 2016. Sinclair Lewis's 1935 novel focuses on the rise of a fascist candidate who defeats Franklin D. Roosevelt to win the presidency, and the story was likely based upon the rise of populist Louisiana senator Huey P. Long. The 1936 stage adaptation received simultaneous productions as part of the Federal Theatre Project, one of many decisions that likely led to the FTP's defunding. In September 2016, Berkeley Rep produced a new adaptation of the novel by Tony Taccone and Bennett S. Cohen, and in honor of the simultaneous FTP opening of the play at twenty-one different theatres on October 24, 1936, Berkeley Rep coordinated a simultaneous reading of the new adaptation at theatres across the country. While there was no Trump lookalike onstage in the Rep's production, the reviewer for the Mercury News, tongue firmly in cheek, wrote that "somehow the time seems right for a new look at this old story. " 20 
Julius Caesar
Stoop, Romans, stoop, And let us bathe our hands in Caesar's blood Up to the elbows, and besmear our swords: Then walk we forth, even to the market-place, And, waving our red weapons o' er our heads, Let's all cry "Peace, freedom and liberty!" 21 Of course, in no place was the resonance more intentional than in New York's Central Park, where in June 2017 the Public Theater produced Shakespeare's Julius Caesar directed by Oskar Eustis with Caesar in Trump-like drag, played by actor Gregg Henry. The production faced vitriol from right-wing news organizations like Breitbart before it had even opened. In the wake of the controversy, the National Endowment for the Arts distanced itself from the production, and major funders Bank of America and Delta Air Lines decided to take their money elsewhere after supposedly receiving phone calls from "thousands. " 22 The original Breitbart story, which of course fanned the flames for Trumpists, makes clear that the writer had not seen the show and was relying upon an interview with an audience member done by the website Mediaite. 23 The Mediaite story identified the audience member as Laura Sheaffer, a sales manager with Salem Media, a Christian-oriented broadcasting group. 24 Neither Breitbart nor Mediaite seems to have sought comment from the Public Theatre for their articles, nor does it appear that the authors of those pieces witnessed the production itself. Neither article contains details of Shakespeare's play, including none of the consequences that the assassination has for the conspirators. Both articles specifically mention Kathy Griffin's severed Trump-head photo, an admittedly over-the-top and inappropriate move from the stand-up comedian. 25 Amid the flap, Eustis blamed what he called the "right-wing hate machine" for incensing people. "Those thousands of people who are calling our corporate sponsors to complain about this-none of them have seen the show, " he said. 26 This raises troubling questions about the makeup of the "audience" that was being roused: surely it should be essential for someone to actually experience the artwork they are critiquing? Indeed, what these "critics" are responding to is an idea, a thing that may or may not be like the art-thing they dislike. Was a Trump lookalike murdered in the Delacorte? Yes, but the murder happened within the context of a story being told. At all times the action is fiction and fantasy, because it happens in a play.
How can you hate what you haven't seen? 27 From Eustis's perspective, the objectors "are not interested in seeing the show. They haven't read Julius Caesar. They are being manipulated by Fox & Friends and other news sources, which are deliberately, for their own gain, trying to rile people up and turn them against an imagined enemy, which we are not. " 28 Indeed, many who objected were so uninformed that they couldn't even identify the correct Shakespeare-producing company on which to vent their rage, with angry calls being received at theatres all over the country who just happened to be simultaneously producing Julius Caesar. 29 However, Eustis is on to a new tactic of Trump and his followers that is far more sinister: if you don't like what the media says about you, decry it as a product of the bias of those who are clearly against you and your beliefs and therefore "fake. " The term "fake news" is now currency, but what it is exactly is far from clear; we know that Trump tweets to denounce the fakery of mainstream media sources like the New York Times, the Washington Post, NBC, CBS, and ABC, and then he retweets stories from Breitbart and Infowars and other sites that don't tend to subscribe to traditional journalistic practices. The major difference between real and fake for Trump is in who covers him better and with whom he agrees. The frightening impact is that reality-via-Breitbart is blurred: Caesar becomes a problem that typifies violence against the president as part of a left-wing conspiracy encompassing all traditional news outlets, but pay no attention to the lack of detail and facts in our own reporting. The same can be said for Trump's tweets and speeches.
We have had politicians bemoaning media coverage before, and the oftvaunted "journalistic impartiality and objectivity" belies the fact that journalists are human beings who have opinions that shape how they think and report. What seems different now is that we're not getting "spin" in response to credible media stories using time-tested journalistic, fact-checking processes but instead diatribes of lies and easily disproven claims from Trump and his aides that are supposed to substitute for reality. As a BuzzFeed story notes, "Trump has bragged that he doesn't need the mainstream media to reach his supporters given his large audiences on social media, " and so Trump herds his followers by decrying all other media as lies and declaring his Twitter as the one true place to get the real story. 30 What is clear is the impact that such blurred reality can have, as those swayed by the rhetoric and who believe what they've read or seen online take action. As Julius Caesar actor Corey Stoll (Brutus) described in an editorial in Vulture, in addition to online and phoned objections, the production also had protesters in its audiences. Coming to protest Julius Caesar at the Delacorte Theatre required some dedication in preparing for the big moment. Tickets for Shakespeare in the Park are free, so while protesters didn't have to shell out any money to the Public, they did have to wait in line: tickets are given out only on the day of each show on a first-come, first-served basis. To protest inside the Delacorte, these people had to show up early in the morning to stand around in Central Park, likely for hours, among genuine Shakespeare fans and the newly curious, to ensure they got a seat. Once inside, the protesters employed a variety of tactics. As Stoll described it: "Our first protester hurled insults about us continuously from a legal, but still audible, distance for the first hour of our show, " he wrote. "At curtain call, a man wearing an American-flag jacket who had politely sat through the play stood and unfurled a Trump 2020 flag. At first I flinched, thinking the worst, but he just stood there smiling proudly. " 31 Even more disruptive activity would transpire in the audience. In a Facebook post, audience member Samantha Rehr described the events she witnessed on Friday, June 16, 2017, two days before the show closed:
About thirty minutes in, Caesar is brutally stabbed to death over and over by the senators. It's really graphic and disturbing. Enter stage right from the audience a young woman dressed all in black yelling at the senators and the audience[,] "Stop violence against conservatives!" Slowly the crowd realizes she isn't an actor . . . , she's a real protestor. A man stands up in his seat and starts yelling at the crowd, and now the audience is booing and hissing and people are standing up out of their seats to yell at the protestors (someone near me yells, "I hope you didn't wait all morning for this!"), and the stage manager comes on the god mic to pause the show, and security come on stage to drag the woman off. The commotion settles, and the SM comes on again and announces, "actors, pick up from 'Liberty! Freedom!'" (that was literally the line) and the crowd goes wild. Standing ovation. The scene picks up and ends, and the real police, in full regalia with bullet proof vests, cross back into the theater in front of the stage as the senators exit the stage through the audience and have to weave around the police, as actors dressed as police in riot gear enter the stage (I can't even describe how wild this image was), and the scene shifts to Brutus's speech to the Romans, during which a dozen planted actors throughout the theater jump out of their seats and begin yelling at the stage, and audience members, now not knowing what to believe begin heckling the "protestors" again! Madness! Long live art imitating life imitating art imitating life. 32 If you listen closely, Artaud's heart is singing.
In spite of that, the production has not roused the audience itself into any direct act, and, in fact, the production could be seen to be unsuccessful if solely viewed in terms of producing actions, since those undertaken by audience members ran counter to the production and the company that produced it. Can/does theatre intentionally incite opposition to itself? We obviously must move beyond the idea that an action in a theatre can/must/will incite an audience member to direct action, but what of the reverse? In the case of Julius Caesar, no one has explicitly said that they intended to provoke the Trump camp with the production; indeed, Eustis himself claimed, "I thought there might be some fuss. I did not see this. " Eustis also downplayed the intent behind the production: "What we are doing is . . .
[to] make the dramatic stakes as real and powerful for contemporary people as we can, in our time and our place. " 33 (He also referenced a 2012 production at the Guthrie where Caesar was an analog for Barack Obama and there was no backlash and Delta did not pull its funding.) However, Caesar is a stand-in for audience members: as the Roman senators vent their rage and vengeance on a public figure whose actions are particularly loathsome to them, the audience can vicariously imagine the 2017 parallel in an act of Aristotelian purgation. It is this act on which the protesters are so focused; it is also the most misunderstood, for while those on the left understand the assassination to be in the context of the play, many on the political right, especially those who did not see the show, believe the action to be a real and treasonous threat (though similar "threats" arising from 2012's Obama-asCaesar production did not rouse their ire). Stoll described limited applause at Caesar's stabbing at early performances, causing him to realize that "a nontrivial percentage of our liberal audience had fantasized about undemocratic regime change in Washington. " However, as the aftermath of the assassination plays out, the audience (possibly) realized that "acted out to its logical conclusion, that fantasy was hideous, shameful, and self-defeating. " 34 Jacques Rancière has already warned of the problems in artists seeking to "educate" or "enlighten" or even "provoke" an audience. Of Brecht and Artaud, he wrote: "For one, [the audience member] must refine his gaze, while for the other, he must abdicate the very position of viewer. " 35 In both cases, the audience member is subject to the needs of the artist: "Emancipation begins when we challenge the opposition between viewing and acting; when we understand that the self-evident facts that structure the relations between saying, seeing, and doing themselves belong to the structure of domination and subjection. " Instead, says Rancière, "it is not the transmission of the artist's knowledge or inspiration to the spectator. It is the third thing that is owned by no one, whose meaning is owned by no one, but which subsists between them, excluding any uniform transmission, any identity of cause and effect. " That "thing, " the performance in this case, is a shared experience that contains possibility and options for both actor and audience. "The collective power shared by spectators does not stem from the fact that they are members of a collective body, " Rancière wrote. "It is the power each of them has to translate what she perceives in her own way, to link it to the unique intellectual adventure that makes her similar to all the rest in as much as this adventure is not like any other. " 36 Rancière's "emancipated spectator" provides a frame for viewing many of the articles in this special section.
In the first article in the section, Megan Lewis examines Brett Bailey's Exhibit B, which faced protests and the cancelation of its run at the Barbican in London in 2014. Lewis situates the controversy as due to misreadings of Bailey's intent and questions about who is allowed to examine and represent racial histories. Exhibit B was an installation in which audience members would encounter various scenes, the intent of which was to disturb by deliberately invoking uncomfortable yet likely forgotten instances of racial subjugation. For example, Lewis vividly recounts one scene that features a black woman naked from the waist up and shackled to a bed; the viewer is given a chair in which to look and observe the woman, prompting any number of responses from sadness to a desire to intervene. However, despite Bailey's intent and the willing collaboration of his actors, a preview article in the Guardian misunderstood and informed readers that Bailey was subjugating his black performers. This fired a wave of online protest-including a petition-even though none of the signers had seen Exhibit B itself and had seen only published images removed from their performative context. After a skirmish outside the Barbican, the theatre canceled the show.
Similar to the reaction to Julius Caesar at the Public, the outcry against Exhibit B was not based upon the work itself but rather upon what people projected onto it and how they translated it into their own lives. If Rancière is right and the artist and the audience engage over the translation of the thing which is between them, what does artistic intention matter? Indeed, Rancière might say that the result of the canceled installation is as admirable as if it had played to thousands. And, yet, those who did not see it could not do their own translation; in this case, the provocation came via the mediation of a review. As Lewis quotes J. S. Rafaeli: "You may have loved to see this piece and decided for yourself whether or not it was worthwhile. But now you can't because some people decided you weren't grown up enough to make up your own mind. " Lewis's article raises the question of actors' agency and the assumption in this case that they had none. Not only was Bailey's intention not fulfilled, but neither was that of the actors.
The cases of Julius Caesar and Exhibit B foreground the goal of the special section, which is the exploration of what impact(s) theatre does have. As we spelled out in our call, "definitional debates about political theatre are less of concern than historical analysis of places and performances where change is visible in and through theatre. " Lewis's paper and the seven that follow cover a wide range of times and places. Not all the papers focus on uplifting theatre, but they all do question whether theatre has efficacy in that time and that place. As Caesar's Stoll said: "In this new world where art is willfully misinterpreted to score points and to distract, simply doing the work of an artist has become a political act. I'm thankful for all the beautiful defenses of our production written in the last few weeks. But the cliché is true: In politics, when you're explaining, you're losing. So if you're making art, by all means question yourself and allow yourself to be influenced by critics of good faith. But don't allow yourself to be gaslighted or sucked into a bad-faith argument. A play is not a tweet. It can't be compressed and embedded and it definitely can't be delivered apologetically. The very act of saying anything more nuanced than 'us good, them bad' is under attack, and I'm proud to stand with artists who do. " 37 I feel we need to explore that question now more than ever.
Theatre in Trying Times
Our intent with the special section became about exploring the impact of various theatrical acts. Shifting to the question of efficacy seemed important given the messiness of the term "political theatre, " since at the current moment, all theatre seems to have strong political resonance. In a recent podcast, theatre scholar Dan Rebellato and right-wing critic Kate Maltby discuss "right-wing theatre, " and Maltby says a key shift she's seen is how no one on either side seeks to reason or persuade. There's no attempt made to compromise nor to understand the opposing side, and in that, theatre is mirroring political reality. 38 Peter Marks in the Washington Post, writing about several theatrical responses to the Trump administration and its policies, noted, "Theater makers seem to be scurrying to take up rhetorical arms and secure a place in the vanguard of artistic resistance. In other words, the rush is on, to vent onstage about Trump. " Marks profiled various examples, including Julius Caesar, of course, and also Robert Schenkkan's Building the Wall. Schenkkan wrote the play immediately after the election, and within months, had multiple theatres lined up to perform it. 39 The play is set in 2019 following in the wake of both Trump's impeachment and the implementation of "expedited removal" of immigrants in a massive "roundup. " Rick, the former head of a detention center for deportees, is being interviewed in prison by Gloria, an African American academic looking to understand what led to Rick's imprisonment. Throughout their discussion, Schenkkan explores the rationale of people like Rick, whose enthusiasm for the man-who-wouldbe-president led to an almost-blind allegiance to any policy his administration put forward. In the wake of an unspecified event in Times Square, Rick becomes directly involved in the detention of millions of "illegals" after Trump declares martial law and the Republican-led Congress suspends the filibuster to enact draconian laws regulating immigration. As the numbers of detainees increase, prison space becomes increasingly limited as most countries begin to refuse to accept the deportees in an effort to get the United States to end its policies. Rick describes concentration camp-like conditions, where disease and malnutrition lead to widespread death and the need to begin cremating bodies en masse to deal with the "problem, " and eventually the corporation running the prison and US government representatives decide to murder the detainees to solve the problem once and for all.
Schenkkan's play is clearly the nightmare vision that many Americans on the left envisioned given Trump's violent denunciations of illegal immigrants and the consequences of an entirely Republican-led government. As Rick sums up at the end:
The President said he was going to build a wall, a beautiful wall, and he would make Mexico pay for it. And everybody laughed at that, all you smart people laughed at that because of course, it's absurd. You can't really build a wall that big and that high to keep people out if they really want to get in. And Mexico was never going to pay for any of that shit. But that's not what he meant. See. That was the revelation. It wasn't a real wall, a brick and mortar wall. That wasn't what he was talking about. What is a wall? It's a, a construct, a, a device, for keeping people out. What we built was so much more effective. It will keep people out for years because nobody will want to come here now. 40 Eight months into the Trump presidency, thankfully dictatorship has been avoided largely due to presidential incompetence and the checks and balances built into the constitution to preserve democratic processes. However, Rick's final sentence about nobody wanting to come to the United States resonates with what has become the real problem of Trump's presidency: a decline of American prestige internationally, largely due to numerous poor interactions between Trump and other world leaders. 41 Schenkkan's play serves as a reminder of what could have been but also of what has had its impact blunted by what did not come to pass.
While there have been any number of theatrical, left-wing responses to Trump, we have not yet seen any significant attempts to bring the Trumpist agenda to the stage from a conservative perspective. This isn't really surprising, as rarely have there been examples of truly right-wing political theatre, largely for two reasons: first, because of how we have defined the baseline of theatre politically and, second, because many artists lean left. "I can not think of a single time when I have sat in a theatre, " theatre critic Susannah Clapp told Jay Rayner in an extraordinary Observer article, "and been struck by the idea that what I'm watching is coming from the right. " 42 Rebellato and Maltby circle around to the understanding that both sides can, and do, claim any piece of theatre, using Shakespeare as an example. 43 To be "conservative" in theatrical terms is to be traditional, to appear to be espousing cultural standards or replicating conventional societal expectations and norms (i.e., critiques of realism as upholding traditional values) and/or to be utilizing conventional Western narrative form. In Rayner's article, he interviews multiple people, none of whom can name a right-wing British play. "There is, however, plenty of conservative theatre-small-c-which suggests that the left-right categories are inadequate. Most romantic comedy is deeply conservative, " he quotes former National Theatre director Nick Hytner as saying, "and is in effect propaganda for marriage and what we call family values. I'm not sure, though, that most theatre-goers would call it right-wing. "
In the wider political sphere, of course, we have seen rightist revolution before, most clearly in Spain, Germany, and Italy prior to World War II, and indeed, Trump's alt-right "movement" has earned comparisons to those movements. Those movements tended to spark a return to producing classic texts, both because of nationalist glorification of great German literature of the past (especially Wagner) and because especially the Nazis decided contemporary plays focused on everyday issues were more difficult to control in terms of messaging. 44 In Italy, as Patricia Gaborik details in her article, theatre under fascism has falsely been seen to be governed solely by political motivation. As Gaborik says, historical "depictions [of theatre in Italy] are shaped more by assumptions about what fascism was-and was not-than by the research conducted. " She broadens long-held genealogies of theatre in the fascist period, revealing that theatre under Mussolini was largely shaped by his own love of dramatic literature and theatre artists. Good art could be brought to the masses that wasn't steeped in fascist ideology, especially since such blatant messaging was rarely popular or effective. Well-produced theatre still served a propagandic purpose confirming the generosity of the government and its desire to entertain the people.
Gaborik Gaborik writes that there is truth in the notion that very little theatre openly challenged the government and its authority, but censorship seems to mostly have focused on moral issues rather than on political ones. And, despite the government's desire to create national unity through the widespread adoption of the Italian language over regional dialects, a significant percent of the government-sponsored theatre tours performed in the vernacular. Gaborik reveals that, contrary to widespread belief, the Italian theatre under Mussolini was far more nuanced and remarkable than most have given it credit for. This shouldn't be surprising. Censorship, whether under Soviet Communism or the British Lord Chamberlain, has rarely posed an overwhelming challenge to theatre artists. Indeed, theatre has often served an important counterdiscursive function to censorship in many contexts. A new challenge, though, is posed by the overwhelming impact of the internet and social media, which as it proliferates seems like a space without censorship, capable of disseminating ideas outside of official channels. This mode of communication and connection does not function only to encourage democracy, however, as news accounts of Russian ad buys on Facebook and Twitter affirm. The overwhelming speed and quantity of internet and social media spaces challenges citizens and artist alike: how can one possibly "curate" their own experience on the internet effectively? The problem with social media and even Google is that what users encounter has already been "selected" by whatever algorithm Facebook or Google has used to give the content users "want" to see, supposedly based upon what they have previously engaged with. The internet is therefore not a truly democratic space, since it is actually never without moderation. The question now is, given the internet's overwhelming size and complexity, about regulation. Who regulates? What is the means by which the regulation is decided upon? Facebook banning photos of breastfeeding women seems clear evidence that their own regulation isn't always effective or in line with its users. Until regulation is in place, the challenge for consumers is to find a way to cut through all of the truly fake news and for news outlets to continue to deliver a high level of scrutiny.
What is theatre's role in this? Ilinca Todoruţ and Anthony Sorge's article on Lebanese artists Rabih Mroué and Walid Raad indicates that one way might be to embrace and reflect the chaos. Todoruţ and Sorge reveal that both artists, while working completely independent of one another (the latter's work is usually seen in art galleries, whereas Mroué employs the stage), nonetheless converse through their work on issues relevant to Lebanese audiences. Raad and Mroué represent a blurring of artificial boundaries between artistic disciplines and have both explored and critiqued the media landscape that surrounds their culture. A critic is a spectator, of course, a surrogate for the potential audience member, and both artists at times adopt a lecture-style performance mode, where the performer/presenter reflects critical authority, but re-used found media material undermines that authority. Todoruţ and Sorge examine performances that reveal hidden truths behind mediatized images, including Three Posters by Mroué, where using a hidden recording booth, the artist performs what seems to the audience to be a speech by a martyr in the midst of a 1980s battlefield, though the recording apparatus is soon revealed, undermining the original video. Then the real video of an authentic, well-known 1980s martyr speech is played unedited, with flubs and mistakes that never appear in the original. Raad's series based around the Atlas Group, a "fictitious research organization, " publicly displays and presents both real and fictionalized archival material "to deconstruct and reflect on Lebanese history, trauma, and identity. " This is especially important given the loss of both official and personal archives in the midst of the civil war, and the Atlas Group work recovers as much as it questions.
The work of Mroué and Raad explore and dismantle the binary between real and fake, especially where that boundary has been mediatized. Is this a counterargument for Rancière and his purely "democratic knowledge" argument, demonstrating that some sort of artistic expertise, knowledge, or skill is necessary? Both artists seem to be focused on giving the audience training in discernment, in critique, by showing them how to sift through competing, potentially specious claims. In her article in the special section, Shulamith Lev-Aladgem explores what she feels is a shift away from the "political" in both mainstream and community-based performances in Israel. As part of her analysis, Lev-Aladgem uses Rancière's notion of equality as the true "political" to ascertain the possibilities of this idea in practice: "His indication that theatre is 'effective in organizing a sensory space where plebeians happen to speak like patricians' is highly evocative if we ask ourselves how we might realize this maxim in practice, assigning new possibilities of politicalness for theatre, both mainstream and fringe. " One demonstration of this is a moment in the performance Sea Breeze, where a Palestinian mother and daughter toss off convention and jump into the ocean with all their clothes on; the Israeli audience's shared joy and appreciation of this moment reveals "a brief moment of utter freedom and a microcosm of emancipation. "
In a way, the shift Lev-Aladgem implies via Rancière is that rather than being historical (documenting experience), or even educational, theatre should be philosophical; in other words, instead of saying "here is what happened" or "isn't this thing horrifying, " theatre should explore what might be possible. Lev-Aladgem mentions performers who use Augusto Boal's work, and this is perhaps a good model in that the spect-actor first reviews the history and then revises it. Her article, based on her expertise in making and analyzing community performance in Israel, highlights the shifts in the way we understand "political" in theatre spaces, and the following articles provide case studies that demonstrate this.
Theatre and Activism
The remaining four articles in the special section each attempt to use theatre to call attention to social issues: women's suffrage, the place of African Americans in American history, the Italian working class, and Latinx identity. In all cases, the impact of the performance isn't immediately clear, though most of the artists do intend for the audience to be impacted. Christine Woodworth's article on the 1910 performance of a suffrage matinee in New York City offers an early twentieth-century example of activists and artists bringing social issues directly into the theatre. The intersection of the suffragette movement and theatre was a move away from the typical parlor/closet drama that ran parallel with women's increased movement into the social sphere, both acting and enacting women's roles in public. The event also transcends the urban/rural divide, and Woodworth documents the connection between the rural upstate New York towns of Geneva and Seneca Falls and the broader suffragette movement. Not only did Geneva invite multiple speakers, including British suffragette leader Emmeline Pankhurst, but it also hosted theatrical performances of plays like How the Vote Was Won by Christopher St. John and Cicely Hamilton, which had appeared in the 1910 New York suffrage matinee. Woodworth's re-creation of that event demonstrates both the prominent performers and audience members it attracted but also the derisive way the press of the day covered it and events like it, preoccupied more with what the women were wearing than with what they were saying. "Fortunately, for the world's peace of mind, " wrote one journalist in 1907, "most reforms are slow, very slow of consummation. " Though the impact of the suffrage matinee isn't immediately clear, as we know, women's suffrage does become law in 1920.
Lurana Donnels O'Malley begins her article on a 1932 pageant play by making a parallel to Lin Manuel Miranda's Hamilton: An American Musical (2015). Hamilton's inclusion of actors of color playing major figures of the American Revolution including Alexander Hamilton and George Washington and its use of rap and R&B music has made it a cultural bellwether of the Obama era. 45 The show's success brought Vice President-elect Mike Pence to New York in the weeks after the 2016 election, an occasion Hamilton actor Brandon Victor Dixon did not let pass. After the curtain call, Dixon spoke from the stage, directly addressing Pence: "We, sir-we-are the diverse America who are alarmed and anxious that your new administration will not protect us, our planet, our children, our parents, or defend us and uphold our inalienable rights. We truly hope that this show has inspired you to uphold our American values and to work on behalf of all of us. " Perhaps unsurprisingly, Trump himself took offense and tweeted that Pence was "harassed, " that the statement was "rude, " and that Dixon owed Pence an apology. Dixon tweeted in reply that "conversation is not harassment [,] sir" and that he appreciated Pence staying to listen. 46 By contrast, the visits of Hillary and Bill Clinton to the theatres of New York have been entirely different thing: "Mrs. Clinton is greeted as a vanquished hero-standing ovations, selfies, shouted adulation. " Wheatley (1932) , produced as part of the bicentennial celebration of George Washington's birth. The play focused on the life of slave and published poet Phillis Wheatley, a contemporary of Washington and who once had a brief correspondence with the future first American president. Terrell's play was intended to address both the absent and negative portrayals of African Americans in other performances connected to the bicentennial as much as it was to highlight Wheatley as a figure of historical significance. Unlike Hamilton, the production encountered a number of problems, including a meddling white director who tinkered with Terrell's story line and characters. While most other bicentennial events happened at the Sylvan Theatre at the base of the Washington Monument, Phyllis Wheatley was moved twice, first to the five-thousand-seat Washington Auditorium and then to the auditorium of Armstrong Technical High School located in the northeast part of the District with only 1,100 seats. Given that only one performance was planned, the move greatly limited the impact of the production, and it was explained variously as due to the Depression and because it was believed that not enough people would come to fill the five thousand seats in Washington Auditorium. O'Malley points out that a twenty-one-year-old African American playing George Washington also could have played into the decision. Despite these limitations, the production played to a sold-out house and was generally acclaimed, albeit sometimes by white attendees who seemed shocked by the ability of a play about African Americans to be engaging. Once again, the production didn't produce immediate change, though perhaps the contemporary response to Hamilton indicates that the pageant had some genealogical impact.
Juliet Guzzetta's article explores the way that theatre participates in political dialogues by connecting the work of Dario Fo and Franca Rame with the recent Theatre of Narration (ToN) performance genre in Italy. The self-created and self-performed teatro di narrazione performers "re-visit historical events of national importance from local perspectives . . . [and] demonstrate the ways in which ordinary people have major influences on the legacies of the past, " which links them to Fo and Rame (and echoes the solo presentation format of works by Mroué and Raad). Guzzetta is careful to also articulate the differences, including Fo's facility at physical performance, something most of the ToN writers do not emulate. She recounts several of Fo and Rame's most remarkable productions, including Accidental Death of an Anarchist (1970) and Rame's The Rape (1983) alongside examples of ToN, including the work of Laura Curino, which directly addresses Curino's inheritance from her predecessors. Curino "discusses the couple at the end of her play Passione and then quotes one of Rame's scenes from Mistero buffo by performing a large portion of it, " and in so doing, Guzzetta reflects that Curino is also reclaiming Rame's contribution to Fo's legacy. While both Fo/Rame and ToN performances focus on politics, "the major difference is that Fo and Rame . . . invoked current events largely in order to strengthen an argument about contemporary politics, whereas the narrators contemplate the historicity of a particular event in order to understand the present more dynamically. " This does not lessen the ToN productions' efficacy, but it does make it less definite.
In her article, Ashley E. Lucas looks at Culture Clash's Chavez Ravine (2003, revived 2015) as a multifaceted "combination of ethnography, history, fiction, and art. " Though Culture Clash conducted historical research as they sought to depict the forced eviction of the Latinx and others living in LA's Chavez Ravine so that Dodger Stadium could be built, the production wasn't limited by its history. As Lucas shows, Culture Clash makes no pretense of being fair in its depiction; history hasn't previously been fair to Latinos, anyway. Both the actors and the audience become witnesses to historical events through the process of re-embodying. By conflating time and distance and placing historical figures alongside everyday Latinx people, the play gives voice to those who have not previously been heard. Where Mroué and Raad used fake documents as they reinstated lost histories, Culture Clash uses performative means to do the same thing. "General audiences, people with emotional or familial ties to Chavez Ravine, and even cultural historians might glean more from [assembled character] Señora Ruiz's life on stage than they would from reading/hearing all the research Culture Clash needed in order to construct her. " Lucas questions whether the fictive, performative event is more effective/essential than historical research. How should we read this in light of Rancière's spectator and his learner? These four articles provide provocations to other theatre artists to think more broadly about what the audience might take away, and, despite Rancière's derision of the "community" within a theatrical performance, I think audiences do indeed have communal experiences. We perhaps cannot expect that everyone will "learn" the exact same thing, but the act of exchange can-and does-produce change. As Julius Casear audience member Samantha Rehr recalled: "After the stabbing, there's still an hour and a half left of the show, during which the conspirators suffer and die for their crime and Rome (or America) falls into civil war and chaos. It made me think actually about the risk of impeachment. We are so divided and so passionate and seemingly unchangeable, and that dystopia on stage might not be far off if we continue not to be able to sit down for a couple hours, even the horribly offensive detail thirty minutes in, and listen to one another. " 48 Rehr's hope as she recounted her experience indicates that theatre can provide a space for possibility. We are in the midst of a major test of our institutional/constitutional structure due to many people's profound distrust of that structure. Theatre is as much an institution as any other. What we had initially been thinking about for this special section was an exploration of the efficacy of theatre, and in large measure we got it, though perhaps not entirely as we' d imagined. Given the historical range of subjects in this section, I'm left to wonder if, in this current political climate and in the midst of rising ticket prices and increased competition from people's couches, theatre artists have to live with two possibilities for building and developing audiences: spectacle and efficacy.
I'll set the former aside for now, given the focus of this section. Is "efficacy" a measure that rightly serves theatre? In her book on "participatory art, " her blanket term for visual art that directly interacts or is even created by those who are viewing it (a practice she admits is akin to theatre and performance), Claire Bishop writes: "Rancière's point is important for drawing attention to the work of art as an intermediary object, a 'third term' to which both the artist and viewer can relate. Discussions of participatory art and its documentation tend to proceed with similar exclusions: without engaging with the 'aesthetic thing, ' the work of art in all its singularity, everything remains contained and in its place-subordinated to a stark statistical affirmation of use-values, direct effects and a preoccupation with moral exemplarity. . . . Instead of extracting art from the 'useless' domain of the aesthetic to relocate it in praxis, the better examples of participatory art occupy an ambiguous territory between 'art becoming mere life or art becoming mere art. '" 49 As theatrical influence has waned over the course of the twentieth century, artists have been using theatre as a more limited and targeted tool to make the audience see/understand/recognize something and act. In addition to Rancière's critique that that maintains discordant binary positions, I've started thinking that there's also an ethical question about engaging audience: an artist wants to connect to a new audience, but that connection can be hampered by content. If artists believe it imperative and most ethical to make clear what a performance is about, then the audience may be self-selecting. And, as Harris writes in Vulture: "Critics and audiences alike can be suspicious of art that looks like it wants to have an effect. We like to be unsettled but we also want our politics to be confirmed; some of us disdain 'preaching to the choir' but like being in the choir; we want to discover resonance but prefer it to be well-enough concealed so that we can give ourselves credit for ferreting it out; we want artists to be clever but not to try to be clever. " 50 The question "what will audiences come to the theatre for?" is maybe a trap, and I believe that Rancière gives us an escape. To presuppose that we can know what the audience is seeking is also to attempt to fulfill that through the theatrical product, thus replicating a hierarchy that many artists would want to disavow. The larger implication of embracing this is on the artist directly, for in emancipating the spectator, isn't Rancière also emancipating the artist?
In the spring of 2016, I directed Stalking the Bogeyman, a play adapted by David Holthouse and Markus Potter based on Holthouse's true-life account of childhood sexual abuse. The play is both an emotional journey and a cracking piece of suspense, as later in the play, the David character plots the murder of his childhood Bogeyman, just as Holthouse did in real life. After that is thwarted, the play ends with a public confrontation between the two men where words become as powerful as weaponry. Holthouse has said that he wrote his story to see if "the Mac [can be] mightier than the Glock. " 51 The production opened at the University of Alaska Anchorage and subsequently toured to five other Alaskan cities: Palmer, Homer, Seward, Valdez, and Fairbanks. The aim of the production was to "turn up the volume" on the discussion about childhood sexual abuse-an epidemic problem in Alaska. 52 We sought partnerships with other departments on campus and with local service agencies to assist in this effort, and large grants were secured to pay for the tour. In hindsight, I am of two minds about the project: one side of me is happy that the show was seen by hundreds of people and was very well received. The other side feels unfulfilled, not because the production didn't have a profound impact on childhood sexual abuse in Alaska, but rather because I don't know what impact it did have. I remember sitting with Holthouse as we were about to do a Q&A session at the Last Frontier Theatre Conference in Valdez, and both of us were anxiously looking forward to the project wrapping up. Our exhaustion came from two different places, and I admittedly can't imagine what it is like to have such a dark segment of your life writ large for your friends, your family, and perfect strangers to see. Mine was borne from a sense that the possibility that the production offered as we planned for it was gone; I knew what had happened and the limitations of our work was made abundantly clear. What we didn't factor in to our plans were any next steps, for the continuation of possibility through additional productions or conversations. I can say that in summer 2016 in Valdez, I was glad that we had not. I now feel emancipated from the continued responsibility of having to change people's minds; the production did what it did and stands as a thing that happened. Maybe there will be a direct follow-up by us, or maybe our work will inspire others to take up the challenge. I nonetheless feel hopeful, in spite of this potentially complicated genealogy.
David Greig wrote, "Theatre cannot change the world, but it can allow us a moment of liberated space in which to change ourselves. " 53 If Rancière is right, that we as artists cannot and should not aim to inculcate ideas and actions in our audience, I don't think that means that there are no changes in ideas and actions resulting from a performance. The impact of something like Stalking the Bogeyman may not become clear for years, if ever. I did see a tremendous response from the audiences who saw it and stayed to talk about it, and I definitely saw the positive impact it had on the student-actors who were in it. By being too literal in talking about theatre's efficacy, I think we miss out on thinking about wide-ranging and genealogic change. We want to have an impact now, so that we know that there was one. I think we can do ourselves a favor in giving ourselves the benefit of the doubt.
